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The British government has signalled major increases in funding for higher education, particularly for top universities carrying out world-class research, but, as part of these funds are planned to come from so-called 'top-up' fees charged to students, there are concerns that more expensive practical subjects such as science may suffer a decline in student uptake.
Top-up fees of up to £3,000 repaid by graduates according to their earnings were given the goahead in the government's white paper published last month. Experts estimate that this will raise up to £1.5 billion a year after their introduction in 2006. Universities will be able to vary fees below this amount and even charge nothing for a course. Fees could be varied by subject, and be levied for departments or across entire institutions. Top-ups will apply to all higher education qualifications, including foundation degrees. At present, all course fees are capped at £1,100 a year and universities are reimbursed by the state for the 43 per cent of students who pay nothing because their parents earn too little. Another 20 per cent pay part of the fee.
Sir Alistair MacFarlane, chairman of the Royal Society's education committee said: 'It is critical to the health of British science that the proposed differential fees system does not create a disincentive against candidates seeking a course in 'expensive' scientific and engineering subjects.' If the higher costs of these courses to the university is reflected in higher fees for the student we could see a significant decline in the number of students choosing to study science and engineering, he says. 'The government also needs to ensure that the debt incurred as a result of undergraduate course fees does not dissuade those with potential from undertaking postgraduate research. ' Income from top-up fees will be in addition to an increased government commitment to higher education, which sees spending rise by £2.3 billion (6 per cent in real terms) over the next three years, from £7.6 billion this year to £9.9 billion in 2005-2006. The white paper says the government will 'stand by' students and universities in future spending reviews.
It is critical to the health of British science that the proposed differential fees system does not create a disincentive against candidates seeking a course in 'expensive' scientific subjects
The white paper, launched by the education secretary, Charles Clarke, appears to have managed a perilous balancing act given the intensely political debate about top-up fees and the uncompromising nature of many of its recommendations for restructuring the sector.
But members of parliament, both in the governing Labour party and in opposition parties are squaring up for a fight over top-up fees. A significant number has tabled a challenge, vowing to oppose government plans to introduce top-up fee legislation in this parliament.
One of the most controversial areas is the move to differentiate higher education and further concentrate research funding, introducing a new 6* rating for departments with world-class research. Clarke said it could mean lecturers being forced out of research to concentrate on teaching.
The white paper envisages a handful of elite research institutions, a group of leading research universities, a group of leading regional universities doing research and teaching, a number of institutions concentrating mainly on teaching and a cohort of former higher education colleges gaining university status, but only for undergraduate teaching. All academic staff face the introduction of local pay bargaining and performancerelated pay. Students will also be given a say in assessing teaching quality with backing from a new statuary ombudsman.
Despite this, the white paper has won cautious praise from many universities. Universities UK, the body representing university interests across the country, welcomed the white paper. UUK chief executive Baroness Warwick said: 'The white paper makes a generous acknowledgement of the successful contribution universities have made. It also contains many detailed proposals that we will now be looking at very carefully.' Sir Colin Lucas, vice-chancellor of Oxford and chairman of the Russell Group of universities, which represents top research institutions, said: 'We are glad to hear the secretary of state's recognition of the diversity of missions in the university sector and the financial support offered to both world-class research and teaching. ' Colin Matheson, chief executive of the Coalition of Modern Universities, whose members are least likely to benefit from the
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Research fears in funding shake-up
The British government is promising a big boost in funds to its top universities but, as some cash will come from increased student course fees, many fear that potentially expensive science courses may see student recruitment drop. Nigel Williams reports. concentration of research said: 'The recognition of a diverse and multi-tiered higher education should not in any sense be interpreted as a reintroduction of the binary line. ' The white paper envisages that non-research intensive universities will be encouraged to give up research to concentrate on teaching, business links and widening participation, areas in which they could also be recognized as eminent.
The government acknowledges UK research as a world leader. It often quotes the fact that the UK, with just 1 per cent of the world's population, has an 8 per cent share of scientific publications. However, while the UK is second only to the US in research, the government fears that nations such as China and India are catching up. It says that successful nations focus their research in relatively few institutions and that the UK must do this to compete.
With the science budget set to rise by £1.25 billion by 2005-2006, the white paper says the organization of research must be reviewed to ensure the increases reach the top researchers and most effective research institutions. The extra money will be used to ensure research is fully funded and not cross-subsidized by other activities. In return, universities will need to show they are operating sustainable research businesses that recover the full economic costs of research. 'Other research funders will also need to play their part,' it says.
At present 75 per cent of the Higher Education Funding Council for England research fundingwhich provides vital funding for research infrastructure in the universities, goes to just 25 institutions. Separate funding from the research councils, which supports individual projects and institutes, follows a similar pattern. There are also a further 52 institutions with departments rated at 5 or 5*. The government has pledged to protect isolated high-quality research departments outside the top institutions and also to encourage emerging areas of research.
The paper goes on to say that teaching and research are not inextricably linked, and the scale and location of research must be justified separately. 'The time has come to look carefully at the relationship between research and teaching. In reality, the connection between an institution's research activities and its teaching is indirect and there is ample evidence of the highest quality teaching being achieved in circumstances which are not research intensive. ' Research concentration and collaboration will be key. Not only will it bring economies of scale and free more unallocated funding for speculative research, it will also serve to share ideas, promote emerging areas, share resources for managing intellectual property and ensure funding is available for isolated pockets of research. The final shake-out of all these proposed changes for science remains to be seen.
